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Abstract
The purpose of a university is to bring together great minds in order to discuss and 
find new ways to make the country more efficient. It is our responsibility as educators 
to find and exploit the best characteristics of our students in order to give them the best 
chances possible to succeed in the real world. Unfortunately, university is thought of as 
a playground and not seriously considered a place of learning. The business of running 
a university is seemingly more important than recognizing our talented youth. This 
paper will show how the business of running a university is overtaking the interests 
of our students. In turn, this is leaving the top 10% of our best students without true 
leadership and guidance, leaving them unmotivated and without direction.
The Business of Universities:
Leaving Students Unmotivated to Learn
In Japan, the current higher education system is organized in such a way that 
students who have tested their way into better junior high schools and high schools are 
accepted into better universities thus securing them jobs at companies who hire solely 
from them. In my experience teaching at a highly regarded private women’s university, 
I have come across students who are not challenged enough in the classroom due to 
improper placement and extreme level differences, eventhough their test scores were 
quite similar. This leads me to believe that there are many who are not being given 
adequate chances to build upon their talents. They are simply being shuffled through 
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the mainstream curriculum and into the slots allotted for them at various companies. I 
also believe that universities are more concerned with business matters than producing 
exceptionally gifted individuals. I wish to present these business interests and show 
how monetary importance is hindering the chances for talented young people to make 
a difference in Japan.
Language Learning in Higher Education
Since 1979, the beginning of the TOEIC （Test of English for International 
Communication）, the focus for English language learners in universities has been 
mostly turned towards that which would help students to attain better test results on 
TOEIC in order to secure better positions in companies connected to the universities 
they are hiring from. I will break these down into three categories and discuss each 
with respect to the universities interests and the student and parent’s expectations.
Purpose
The purpose of learning English in college, stated above, is mainly to give students 
the ability to communicate globally. As in the general education requirements in 
a typical two-year college in America, English is taught to give a broad range of 
knowledge. The emphasis here is not on being able to speak fluently or even be able 
to write clearly, it is simply to have a better comprehension of the form and be more 
likely to reply in some fashion; a basis for future learning, if you will. 
Students think English is just another subject, but it is something they can all 
recognize as being necessary. This is because it is recognizable in their daily lives. 
English is used in many different areas such as advertising, fashion, art, music, food, 
and the movies. Students feel the purpose for learning English is because it will help 
them better understand, not only the outside world, but also their very surroundings.
Parents are responsible for recognizing the importance of their child’s learning of 
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English in any capacity. However, in university there is no longer the push for their 
students to attend cram schools. Many do not feel that it is their responsibility to ensure 
their children score well on TOEIC tests or that they spend this time studying as much 
as possible. The purpose of learning English is as it was 20 years prior;“cool”. The 
60s and 70s, when parents of university students were themselves students, learned 
of the STEP test and were just being subject to the TOEIC test. They had not seen the 
importance of learning English in anything more than to understand the world outside 
of Japan. Man was going to the moon and inventions of technology and automobiles 
were blanketing television screens. The purpose of English for the parents of today’s 
college students is reflected in the expectations of our students.
Strategy
In 1987, the Ministry of Education began a program called JET Program （Japan 
Exchange and Teaching Program）. This program was aimed at bringing native English 
speakers to Japan in hopes that it would give students and adults more exposure to the 
language since it was not possible for everyone to travel overseas, nor have contact 
with foreigners within Japan. The program proved to be a success and led to the 
eventual integration of foreign teachers in the university system in 2002. 
For over a century, Japanese had been learning English primarily from Japanese who 
had either traveled and learned English abroad or were either talented or self taught. 
There was no standardized test to qualify teachers to teach English in Japan （this is 
still the case） and there were no methodologies that were considered better than the 
other, simply textbooks that helped in introducing the grammar and main concepts. 
So the strategy was simple, give students the vocabulary and grammar structures, 
test them, and compare the results with native speakers. It was not until 1989, when
“Oral Communication” was introduced into high schools in Japan that speaking was 
considered of importance. 
Students have had the challenge of trying to learn vocabulary and grammar as 
well as being able to speak. And with opportunities to speak at a minimum, it has 
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proven almost impossible for them to feel they are achieving the ultimate goal; to 
communicate with foreigners. 
As I have previously stated, for most college students, English is not being thought 
of as being needed for their daily lives. It is barely being thought of as a business 
necessity for their work life. Most students think of English as something to use in 
order to understand the surroundings they live in. They have invested 6 years into 
studying and are beginning to understand more and more of these surroundings thus 
making the world they live in more interesting. The strategy is to seek ways to practice 
without anyone knowing you really want to practice.
Parents or adults studying English are now faced with the fact that they did not think 
more about studying while they were in school, arguably a common understanding 
amongst all. But it is now becoming evident, as the lost generation is being raised by 
late baby boomers who“missed the boat” when they had a chance to study English 
in college. They are seeing the opportunities for their children to be taught by native 
speakers as well as the availability of the Internet and various media for learning. 
Parents have to learn new strategies for English study as technology develops. 
Outcome
It is obvious there is a lack of exposure for students, and as such, students are 
experiencing this more and more when they are confronted by foreigners. As more 
foreigners are being asked to fill lower paying positions in Japan, the exposure to 
English will continue. 
Cultural diversity and bilingual education has not been introduced nationwide. The 
advent of super high schools （schools that offer 100% of their classes in English） has 
raised hope that the possibilities for all English taught courses are possible, it is still 
not possible for integration into the public school system.
Students are simply following the plans set forth for them to enter the workforce and 
parents are doing their best to comply. The outcome of these events depends on the 
results of companies doing business with English speaking countries. If communication 
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is a barrier to trade and business, then it will mean developing another strategy to 
increase the ability of the country’s English level.
Student Placement
In order for the brightest to graduate and become a great asset to the success of the 
nation, students must pass an entrance examination in order to be accepted. Unlike the 
nationwide standard tests in America, such as the SAT and ACT, universities in Japan 
can elect to create their own exams and even administer those exams themselves. The 
results of the assessments are then used to conclude the student’s level of intelligence 
or ability along with the results of possibly other exams including the TOEIC or STEP 
examinations. Is this the best way to place our students? Do universities use these 
exams as a true indicator of a student’s knowledge or rather as a way to make money?
Entrance Exam Scandals
It is no secret; universities in Japan earn a lot of money by charging for entrance 
exam seats. Tarou Sasabe, an associate professor at Mukogawa Women’s University, 
explains that the income received from entrance examinations is a crucial revenue 
source for universities in Japan. He goes on to explain that universities are only given 
support from the government if they have not reached their enrollment quota for the 
year. Reaching a 100% enrollment quota would mean the only source of income for 
universities would be tuition. Entrance examinations afford universities the ability 
to expand their facilities thus making it possible to increase their enrollment quota. 
More entrance exam takers mean more revenue, bigger buildings and more money 
from the government. Some schools have gone as far as accepting far over their quota 
and forgoing government support, however this will soon end beginning April 2008 
with a decision that will force universities to forfeit tuition over and above 130% of 
enrollment （The Yomiuri Shimbun, 2008）.
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Not only are we seeing accountants manipulate the books, favoritism is being 
exploited in order to attract high ranking family members from large corporations in 
hopes that the company will continue its ties with the institution. 
Every day the Japanese press has been disclosing new details of how corrupt 
university officials secretly hired bright undergraduates -- many from Waseda 
University, an even more prestigious private school -- to take entrance exams on 
behalf of wealthy applicants with dubious qualifications （Sanger, 1991）. 
Scandals and business politics make universities seem like more of a business than 
an educational institution. So just what are Japanese thinking? Should universities 
spend time thinking of ways to compete by simply earning more money from 
students and their families? Or should companies hold institutions of higher education 
responsible for developing great minds who can bring what they have learned to the 
field they have spent so much money learning?
Business or Education
What we are seeing in Japan higher education is a stagnant system for dealing 
with high school graduates who are not quite old enough to enter the workforce. The 
transition between high school uniforms and company uniforms requires a time to 
learn self. A deeper understanding of life and some practice in applying some of the 
knowledge learned in previous years turns students into adults, this according to Akia 
Hayase, Global Sales Director for Nippon Express. He disagrees that universities are 
in it just for the money. He also believes students enjoy studying at university. So why 
is it that so many students sleep, do not participate, and generally show disinterest in a 
majority of classes in Japan?
No Child Left Behind
America has made great strides in its short history to accommodate individuals from 
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many different ethnic backgrounds. This cultural diversity has proven to be beneficial 
to those of every ethnic background. Segregation has divided, yet still seems to bring 
many students together in a classroom viewed as a battle ground for many years. But 
in Japan, do students feel they are content with the environment they study in? Do they 
believe they are not being left behind? 
Japanese understand that a classroom is made up of most often 100% Japanese. 
Teachers in all grades are not required to buy supplies for class and parents are 
responsible for participating in PTA and school events with children. There is no need 
for children to feel they are being given more or less of a chance than any other student 
unless they are one of the very few who are mentally or physically disabled; even in 
this case, the students are often times enrolled in special education classes.
So if every child is given the same chance, and students are content with the current 
system, why are so many students unmotivated to learn? Students with great potential 
are simply waiting for their careers to start. For four years they are subject to a mostly 
tolerable experience of being educated and finding more fun in club activities. How 
can we give them more?
Assessing Students
One of the greatest battles in placing students occurs during the entrance 
examination period. It is the question of where to place students. In a math or science 
class, administrators may believe there is no reason to separate students based on 
test scores. Two students with test scores that very greatly will not mean anything 
when they are put into a lecture class requiring zero interaction, right? But what if 
those classes required communicative, task-based learning in which they would be 
participating in projects together. Would that not mean placing these students into their 
respective levels could increase the learning efficiency of the students? This is exactly 
the case in English classes. However, determining those levels can be difficult when 
it comes to speaking classes since there is no real indicator of a student’s ability or 
inability to speak based on a standardized test.
－ 38 －
Maybe there is another way to place English students. Let us take a look at Spring’s 
models for education and determine which model would be best for an English major 
with an emphasis on scoring high points on the TOEIC exit exam and a marked 
increase in the ability to communicate orally.
Common-school model
Fig. 1
Looking at Joel Spring’s （2008） Common-School model above, we see that all 
students entering the school are perceived as being on the same level and thus are given 
one standard form of education. In terms of placing students within an English study 
program, this would not work because all students would be considered as having the 
same level of competency. It would mean that students with lower level abilities would 
need special attention in order to bring them up to par with the class. Does this sound 
familiar? 
One positive point of this model shows that all students are given equal opportunity 
to succeed. This can be exemplified by the fact that companies would be more inclined 
to hire students that are determined to have achieved the most improvement over their 
college career. Counselors and student advisors play a pivotal role in this model since 
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it is the guidance of these individuals that would help students to make the changes 
necessary for their success. 
Sorting-Machine Model
Fig. 2
In the Common-School method, companies would have the ultimate responsibility 
in choosing the proper candidate for the job. This would require an intense screening 
system and finely tuned human resources coordination in order to find the proper 
candidate. Campuses able to produce and present the best candidates for the jobs 
would then have an advantage in securing companies’ interest. Thus, the development 
of the Sorting-Method places students into categories which are decided upon by 
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the students’counselors, teachers and peers. By the time the student has reached 
graduation, they are placed in positions at companies or schools which best fit their 
profile.
The negative impact on this is that students are ultimately judged not on their 
capabilities as workers but rather on their accomplishments. What is to say that a 
student who is living under the confines of their parents would not markedly improve 




The difficulties that arise with common-school methods and sorting-machine 
methods do open the debate for which specific model is best suited for the environment 
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of each particular school. Assessing these results on a nationwide scale then becomes 
very cumbersome. Perhaps the most accurate model for basing change is the High-
Stakes model. Spring explains that this model takes into account the student’s decision 
to go on to school or become a part of the workforce immediately. The student is then 
tested on the knowledge they have acquired so far and are then guided to the proper 
position. This process of testing makes milestones and goals for everyone involved and 
makes it possible for planning and execution to be refined in order to produce better
“test”results. 
As I am sure you can recognize, better“test”results does not always produce better 
workers. The problem related to better testing and success rates also means more 
pressure on students to perform a particular task. Those who are better test takers may 
have a better chance at succeeding to a better career.
Discussion and Analysis
The models and history I have described lead us to our main discussion; motivation 
for those students who have been left behind by the system. I am particularly interested 
in English language learners in Japan since they are, more often than not, considered 
more outgoing and interested in world culture. If they are to“fit”in to any of the models 
I have just described it would be a difficult debate. So what should be done to include 
Japanese learners who are outside of the norm? With the High-Stakes model being 
by far the norm in Japan, what does this do for English learners who must be tested 
on their ability to communicate? How can we say one student communicates better 
than another and have it be represented by a number such as is the case with a TOEIC 
score? 
Motivation and Self-Esteem
Overall, student motivation in Japan is considered to be healthier than that of 
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students in other countries. This is based on the curriculum for all subjects up through 
high school, when students are being pressured to enter better schools in order to 
reach the ultimate goal of entering a highly regarded university. The following is 
an observation by Angela Wu in 1991 that was reported in a case study for the U.S. 
Department of Education.
Japanese schools focusing on all of the subjects in a well-rounded education serves 
several purposes:
→ Student Engagement: The elementary school curriculum recognizes the 
importance of activities, because young children cannot sit still for such long 
days. The junior high school curriculum recognizes the value of fun and 
interaction by allowing time for socialization and special nonacademic activities, 
such as camping trips.
→ Strong Classroom Relationships: The well-rounded curriculum allows students 
frequent and varied opportunities to interact, creating a welcome classroom 
community.
→ Student Motivation: When students find subjects they enjoy and feel welcome 
at school, they identify positively with school and feel motivated to learn （Wu, 
1991）.
Although we can understand that motivation to succeed in high-stakes schooling 
does lead students to a higher level of knowledge retention, we see this motivation 
drastically degrading after entering college.
A problematic issue is that many university students show little interest in learning 
English. Berwick and Ross （1989） state that an instrumental motivation vacuum was 
left by years of competition and by studying English for entrance exams to get into the 
highest possible level university in Japan’s hierarchy of universities. Actually, Koizumi 
and Matsuo （1993） report that a decrease in motivation of Japanese junior high school 
students is found after the initial stage of the learning process. 
Furthermore, many students attending universities in less urban districts, intend 
never to venture beyond their hometown borders. Therefore, they perceive little 
necessity to learn English and have little instrumental motivation. Consequently, 
increasing their intrinsic motivation becomes the essential issue in those environments. 
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The decrease in motivation and the lack of counseling and student advisors 
experienced in helping with this problem poses a grave problem difficult to overcome 
without the influence of an“outsider.”Native speakers of English are able to introduce 
motivation in the classroom, however it is very difficult for them to receive support 
from faculty when it is misunderstood as to their intentions. A lack of proper guidance 
and counseling thus becomes a major factor in helping students of English reach their 
full potential. 
Conclusion
Motivation for students in post secondary English study is a direct result of high-
stakes learning models leaving students without proper guidance at the university level 
to help them attain the necessary levels communication needed to compete for highly 
sought after jobs requiring the ability to communicate in English. Without addressing 
these issues, we leave our most talented students behind. Their motivation to continue 
developing the skills required thus continues to devolve as they enter the workforce. 
It is our responsibility as educators in Japan to address these problems by developing 
engaging activities and roles for these students to become leaders. Universities need 
to develop clubs and schools of exceptional integrity that would place these students 
at the forefront of companies wishing to hire the most talented individuals. The 
business of running a university should not be a concern of curriculum development. 
Our job is to educate and prepare our students for the life they are about to lead, not to 
concentrate on how more students can be attracted to take entrance exams.
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